

ONE

			Entertainment Tonight barely gave a passing nod to the news Milford Langen had died of a heart attack outside a liquor store on Melrose Avenue. Mary Hart, her eyes scanning the words on her teleprompter, delivered the announcement of his passing with the somber tone she reserved for such obituaries, listing a handful of titles Langen had produced at 20th Century Fox in the ’40s and ’50s before she filled the remaining few seconds with a litany of the innocuous television series he had either created and/or produced up until the late ’70s. The only mention of Lillian Sinclair, his actress wife of some forty-one years, was the same tired line about her suicide in 1982. No reference was made to Langen’s brief association with a once-promising young actor named Dexter Gaines. 

			Milly, as his inner circle called him, had always hated to be upstaged, so he had chosen the worst possible time to drop dead, the bulk of the telecast being devoted to the low-speed O.J. Simpson police chase. For a moment, as I listened to Mary’s recitation, which ended with “Academy Award-winner Milford Langen, dead at seventy-five,” a long pent-up rage tightened my stomach, threatening to linger and consume me. I muted the television and sat in the ensuing silence of stuttering blue light in my shabby apartment, trying to breathe into the knot, calling on the relaxation techniques I’d learned after years of therapy. But these feelings were deep-seated and stubborn, an unhealed wound in my soul now salted by the news he was dead. Recent events hadn’t helped, as I was still struggling with my newfound status as widower at the reality-altering age of sixty-three.  

			Impossible after forty-some years that just the mention of Milly’s name could still trigger emotions that should have been long dead. Impossible how the sight of his smiling face from a studio photograph taken sometime in the mid-1960s, inset over Mary’s left shoulder, could still cause my hands to tremble even more than usual—so much I had to set down the fork I had been using to eat my Lean Cuisine and fold them in my lap. 

			Breathe out.

			Breathe in.

			God. Damn. It.  

			The anger was still there, nearly as raw and horrible as it had been my last day in Hollywood when I’d smashed most of Milly’s Steuben glassware and then tried to strangle him on the imported marble floor of his Hancock Park mansion.  

			Breathe out. 

			I was losing to the now familiar dark shroud of one of my “spells” as it crept over me, blocking out the dwindling light in my apartment and the surreal tableau of the never-ending aerial shot of the infamous white Ford Bronco. They were less frequent now, these episodes, but had never really left me. My life since that autumn in 1953 had been a frantic escape, running from place to place, seeking anonymity while contemplating suicide—until, that is, I had met Carol some twenty-one years ago and discovered the bliss of healing. Death had landed me here, scars and baggage intact, in a one-bedroom at the Briarwood Arms in San Jose. Not as far from Hollywood as I would have liked, but enough that I’m no longer recognized by self-styled film buffs who’ve actually heard of Dexter Gaines or perhaps even seen one of the three films I did while being mentored by a powerful young producer at 20th Century Fox named Milford Langen. 

			I had neither seen nor spoken to Milly since the day I’d tried to kill him, and the pain had gone unresolved in all the gaping, empty years that followed. I looked down at my quivering hands, searching for the faint scars from Lillian Sinclair’s claw-like fingernails, almost as if for reassurance my current life had not begun with some disturbed dream. Weeping and hysterical, she had tried to pull me off of her husband, gouging three parallel slashes of blood in the back of my right hand before I at last succeeded in hurling her across the floor where she cowered, her legendary face contorted into a mask of despair made all the more convincing by the rivulets of black mascara washing down her perfect cheeks as she sobbed over and over again, “I don’t understand, I don’t understand.” It was her eyes, desperate and childlike, that snapped me to my senses. In them, I saw the enormous horror of what I had become—of what we all had become. I stared at her in disgrace as Milly gagged, choking on the words, “Get out.” Lillian then met my gaze and nodded, hugging herself, still splayed against the wall where I’d thrown her like a discarded doll. 

			It was to be the last time I would see him, his wife crawling over to her coughing husband as I wailed, “Oh no oh no,” before turning to run out the front door and headlong into all the silent years that lay ahead. Until Milly’s smirk popped up over Mary Hart’s shoulder, taunting me with the knowledge he had died on his own, of natural causes no less, in his ultimate declaration of victory over me.

			Just one more reason to hate him.  

			And so it went, my obsessive thoughts of Milly pulling me in a downward whorl. I was too tired to resist, and Carol was no longer around to nurse me through, so instead I gave in to my weary ritual of closing the yellowed shades, unplugging the phone, and burrowing into the relative calm of darkness and the smell of unwashed sheets. 

			I would remain that way for two days.  

			 

			 

			 

			In the nightmare fervor of my spells come the visions. Milly’s face from the ET segment, his smile incapable of masking the haunted madness in his eyes. The vivid memories of moonlight glinting off the prisms of a crystal ice bucket set neatly on the drink cart next to the lawn chair where I sat wearing my sailing clothes, utterly alone and wallowing in my childish yearning for an unattainable love, watching three toy steamships cut their tiny wake across the surface of a still pool glowing blue in the night as the laughter and swing of some ancient Hollywood party lilted from the open doors of the exquisite mansion behind me. The indelible vision of Barbara Stanwyck’s pitying look as I stood over her, now in a uniform, holding a silver tray neatly set with china cups of steaming broth, my hands shaking—goddamned hands always shaking—now the squeaking of my mother’s wheelchair as she rolled into my bedroom and caught me masturbating. Her gin-ravaged voice a cruel rasp as she commanded, “Put your hands flat on the floor, you dirty boy.” The indescribable agony as she ran her wheels over my fingers to ensure I wouldn’t touch myself again for almost a year. The stench of the holding cell where I spent my first night in Los Angeles, New Year’s Eve, 1951. The bald humiliation of that evening that had been my welcome to the promise of Hollywood. Now Lillian Sinclair’s sad, dead eyes as the weight of her soaked sable coat pulled her spiraling down toward the bottom of the sea, the last tiny spray of bubbles bursting from her red, full lips. Did she think of me in those final moments as death clouded over her? Now Carol gasping for that last breath, too, both without me there to comfort them as they gave up and moved on. A kaleidoscopic pastiche of faces and words and feelings, like something out of a B horror movie when the protagonist slips into madness and his life is superimposed in spinning vignettes around his horrified features, looking for all the world like that painting The Scream.  

			I still have a lifetime of lurid visions, and in the darkness, alone, they are as vivid as yesterday.  

			





TEN

			No matter how many times I turned the little convertible down Windsor, I never tired of delighting in the symmetrical rows of giant palm trees gliding past overhead on either side of the street. I preferred to drive North from Wilshire so I could take in their lofty magnificence, aligned so as to form a towering corridor that converged into a perfect frame for the recently refurbished sign on the distant ridge: HOLLYWOOD. The sight served as a mental pinch for myself, telling me I really was living this surprising life—especially with the radio blasting the latest Dean Martin and the sun tanning my bare torso. It was kind of titillating, the looks I’d get from people at the streetcar stops when I’d slow to turn and they realized wide-eyed that I was tootling around town shirtless in a $4,000 sports car. Milly had long ago insisted I sell The Buck and drive the “champagne ivory” ’51 Nash-Healey two-seater that mostly sat unused in the garage. I got thirty-five bucks for the old Buick from a junkyard, which I’d blown through by taking Milly and Lilly to dinner at Musso and Frank’s. The Nash was a head-turner wherever I went and gave me a confidence I wasn’t really entitled to. Sure, I missed The Buck and all he had come to represent to me, but this was Fat City! The new wheels were like a ton-and-a-half mask of steel to hide my insecurities. Driving around Hollywood half naked was changing that; it was easy to justify my outrageous behavior by saying I didn’t want to get a farmer’s tan from riding with the top down. 

			It had been a good day in early June of ’52. I’d been to lift weights with Milly’s fitness trainer, both of us pleased to see how my physique was shaping up, followed by acting class with Dante, then drinks at the Cock ’n Bull on Sunset with some of my fellow thespians. Afterward, I hit the men’s stores along Miracle Mile, inspired by a chance meeting at the bar and now determined to get some nice threads of my own. No more of Milly’s hand-me-downs—never mind he was paying for it all. I was driving up Wilshire, knowing Lillian would be waiting for me, and most likely she’d want to fool around before Milly got home. I knew she sometimes spied on me from the upper guest room window when I’d pull into the driveway, hoping to watch me get out of the car and then put my shirt on, taking my sweet time to button it, feeling her hidden eyes licking me. Once I even caught sight of the curtain snapping shut. Right now, I was feeling swell, coming home with some news of my own to be celebrated in bed with one of the most beautiful women in the world.

			Only as I cruised up South Windsor, I saw Milly’s car already parked in the circular drive in front of the house below the curved glass brick wall. I glanced at the gold Bulova wristwatch Lilly had given me. It was only three-thirty, so something must be going on. I drove around the corner to the garage entrance, hopped out with the engine still purring, and raised the door. After I’d put the Nash away, I exited through the back while wiggling into my shirt and headed past the cabana and straight for the huge open French doors on the verandah. Puck came jingling toward me, having been awakened from his pool-side nap by the sound of the car. The poor dog was slowly losing his eyesight and his hearing, but he never failed to recognize my scent and welcome me with all the enthusiasm he could muster. I bundled him up in my arms, not even minding the stench of his breath while he kissed my face hello. 

			As I neared the house, I saw Deming leaning against the side wall, stealing a smoke. He gave me a warning look that I ignored, just then hearing the sounds of a ferocious argument going on in Milly’s study. 

			“It wasn’t my decision!” Milly was shouting.

			“Then make it your decision. Tell Darryl I won’t do it.”

			“At least read the script.”

			“I don’t give a good god damn about the script. I want to go to Europe.”

			Perfect. For once, I had some good news to share, but as usual, it would have to take a back seat to the latest Douglas Sirk playing out in the house. “C’mon, Puck,” I said, turning around, resigned, “let’s go for a float.”

			Fifteen minutes later I was getting the last of the afternoon’s direct sunlight on an inflatable raft in the pool, letting Puck guzzle the final drops of a cold beer, when Lillian came striding across the lawn, wearing a summer frock and obviously upset, her devoted Trouble trotting at her heels, panting. 

			“What’s going on?” I asked.

			“Darryl Zanuck’s driving me mad, that’s what. He’s loaned me to Warners for some movie with that hussy Joan Crawford. It shoots in July in the Mojave Desert.”

			“But what about your trip?” I feigned innocence.

			“Milly says I can’t go. He claims he nearly lost his job when he stood up to Darryl. God. Where’s the Mary Jane?”

			“Where it always is,” I answered, not bothering to move. “I’m sorry, Lil.”

			“Yeah, well . . .” was all she said as she went into the open cabana and retrieved the little tin, angrily prying it open to get at the reefer inside. She was well into her second toke when Milly came out of the house, a glass of scotch in one hand and a screenplay in the other.

			“Lillian, can we please talk about this?”

			“What’s left to say?” She put out the joint and dove into the pool, fully clothed. Without hesitation, Trouble leapt in next to her. Once in the water, she tore the dress off over her head, threw it at Milly, and started swimming back and forth in her bra and panties, causing the pool to surge and ripple, Trouble paddling along behind. Puck was clinging to me for dear life on the bobbing raft as they passed us, splashing.

			“Oh for god’s sake,” Milly shouted, tracking alongside her on the patio. “I have an idea. Let’s have dinner out here, get loaded, and have our own read-through of the script. Then you’ll see—” He stopped, noticing me in nothing but my trunks, sunglasses, and tan, the drenched little dog shivering next to me. “Hello, Dex.”

			“Milly.” I nodded in return, feeling as naked and awkward as the situation. I carefully put Puck on dry land where he shook himself, splattering me as I got out of the pool and wrapped a towel around my waist. That’s when we both noticed Lillian had been underwater a few seconds too long, Trouble anxious and circling above. I started to dive in, but Milly waved me back with his scotch and shook his head. We waited for what felt like an eternity until Lillian at last spluttered to the surface, gasping for air as the relieved Trouble licked her face. She took him into her arms and sloshed toward the stairs.  

			“Tell Darryl I quit.”

			“He’ll sue you,” Milly said, again walking alongside her on the patio. “There’s good news, too, Lil. Darryl said if you do this picture for Warners, he’ll green-light Trojan War.”

			Lilly stopped, waist-deep in the pool. “Fuck Trojan War!”

			As soon as the words were out, Lillian realized she’d gone too far. 

			“I didn’t mean that, Puppy.”

			“I know,” he said with a sigh.

			Lilly considered. “With me as Helen of Troy?”

			“The most beautiful woman in the history of the world. That’s the deal. I told him I want it in writing, so he’s having the lawyers draft it up.”

			Lillian chewed on her lower lip, a habit she had whenever she was vexed. It’s a wonder she wasn’t bleeding all the time. “What’s it called?”

			“Bring Them Back,” Milly answered. “Mervyn LeRoy’s set to direct, and the schmuck who wrote it has two Oscars.” He peeled open the script to show her the title page. “They want you for the role of Nora.” 

			“And Joan gets the better part, I’m sure.”

			“Actually, she plays your sister. Your much older sister. C’mon, let’s read it together. It’ll be fun.”

			“Fine,” she said, surrendering as she came up the pool stairs, looking gorgeous in her wet bra and panties. Trouble shook himself as Milly helped his wife into a robe. I thought about death to kill the tingling nerves in my groin, watching these two stunning people as Lilly absently reached into her husband’s jacket for his cigarette case, tamped a Chesterfield on its gold surface, and waited while he lit it for her. Regardless of what was really going on, their casual interaction suggested a couple who had grown comfortable with one another. I looked away, forcing down the rising voices in my head that kept telling me I had no right to be there. 

			“I’m just . . . disappointed. About the trip. Can’t you reschedule?”

			“I’m afraid not. Darryl said we can start production as early as the fall, which means we have to lock up the locations before August.” Milly went into the cabana. I didn’t know until sometime later that he was leaving out one important fact: Milford Langen had agreed to finance half of Trojan War out of his own pocket. It was the only way he could get Zanuck to bite and have Lillian Sinclair as the star. 

			Milly brought the phone out, snaking the long cord around the patio furniture and over to the table where we spent so much of our time. Dialing a single number, he waited, then, “Blanche. If anyone other than Darryl or Jack calls, we’re not to be disturbed, understood?” He hung up, tossed the screenplay onto the table, and plopped down, exhausted.

			A few minutes later I was dressed and seated with him. Lillian had gone inside to shower off and change. 

			“What are you smiling about?” Milly asked.

			“Nothing,” I replied. “I just had some good news to share with you two. But I guess it’s not the best time.”

			“Oh please. What is it? Some breakthrough in your class?”

			“Nope,” I said, feeling smug, then fished into my shirt pocket and produced the business card I’d been given earlier that afternoon. I waved it, grinning. “I got an agent.”

			“You . . . what?” Milly asked, his eyebrows arching upward.

			“I went out for drinks with some of the class and this guy’s staring at me, right? Then he comes over and introduces himself, hands me his card, and tells me to call him. You’ll never guess what his card says.”

			I knew I was being goofy, but for the first time since I’d known him, I wasn’t scared of Milly. It felt good to be toying with him for a change.

			Milly looked at me, and after an eternity he laughed. “Where’d you say you had a drink?” he asked, surprising me.

			“The Cock ’n Bull, why?”

			“In which case I can tell you what the card says: ‘If you’re interested in getting into the movies, I can help you.’”

			Sure, it pissed me off, still: “How’d you know that?”

			He snatched the card from me, stared at it with a cigarette burning between his fingers. “Henry Willson. Jesus. Absolutely not, Dex.” Then he looked me in the eye as he tore the business card to shreds. 

			“What are you doing? You have no right to—”

			“Do you have any idea who Henry Willson is? Or more importantly what he is? Besides being a goddamned parasite like every other agent in town?”

			“I know he represents Bob Wagner and Natalie Wood and Rock Hudson and he did okay by Lana Turner and Joan Fontaine. He invited me to a barbeque at his house on Saturday—”

			“He’s a homosexual,” Milly snapped, cutting me off with a whispered hiss of disgust. “As are more than a few of his clients. Notoriously so, I might add.”

			He brushed the last of the card from his palm and sat back, agitated as he lit a cigarette. I didn’t bother to point out he already had one going in the ashtray. I was angry and confused.

			“So what?” 

			“I’m protecting you, Dex. If you throw in with his lot, you’ll be guilty by association. There are so-called reporters for Hollywood Confidential who loiter around his neighborhood, waiting to bust one of his ‘barbeques.’ And if Joe McCarthy gets so much as a whiff of it, your career will be over before it even starts.”

			“Rock Hudson’s a queer?” I asked, surprised.

			Milly paused before he answered carefully, “There are rumors. Persistent ones. You don’t want to know the stories I’ve heard about the things Willson does with some of his clients.”

			“Wow,” was all I could say. I picked up Milly’s other burning cigarette and finished it off. This was a subject no one had ever discussed openly with me before. In fact, I’m pretty sure it was the first time in my life I’d ever heard anyone say the word “homosexual” out loud.

			“You’re anxious, Dex, understandably. But you have to trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

			“I got this on my own, Milly. The one thing that hasn’t just been handed to me since I came to this crazy town. And he is legit, with some real stars as clients to prove it. Besides, in case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve got taking care of Number One down pat.”

			“Fine.” Milly put his hands up and shrugged. “Don’t say you weren’t warned. Where’s the scotch?”

			We were interrupted by the return of Lillian and her ubiquitous Trouble. She’d thrown on a pair of oversized linen pants and a crisp white shirt with upturned collar and was headed toward us, barefoot, in a headscarf. She was carrying a large platter of her favorite summer delicacy, crisp rind-less triangles of ice-cold watermelon. The sun was dipping below the trees now, so I took off my dark glasses. Milly was pouring himself a drink from the circular bar cart. 

			“All right,” Lilly said, “let’s read the goddamned script.”

			The new wooden swing screeched as she plopped down and devoured a slice of melon. Milly had resisted its installation, but Lillian said it reminded her of her nana’s house on Saint Simon’s Island. How was Milly supposed to argue with that? 

			“Great.” Milly seemed relieved, moving over to sit next to her and motioning for me to join him on his other side. I squeezed onto the swing as Lillian offered us the melon, then laughed and challenged me to a seed-spitting contest. Milly soon grew impatient with our antics. “The script,” he reminded us, then opened the screenplay and folded back the first page. “Okay, let’s see. You’re Nora. Dex, you read all the other characters except for Irene. That’s the Joan Crawford part.”

			“You’re gonna be Joan Crawford?” I asked, amused.

			“Trust me,” Milly said, downing his scotch. “Even I’m a better actor than he is.”

			Lillian patted her husband’s arm. “Oh, Puppy, just read the lines in a monotone, no inflection, and you’ll sound just like her.” Milly laughed and slipped on his reading glasses. 

			“I want some more pot before we start,” Lillian said, reaching for the little tin with the Scottie dogs on it. 

			“Me, too,” Milly sighed.

			“I’m in.”

			Within minutes, we were once again soaring, and I checked my watch. It was just now cocktail hour. In truth, we seemed to be smoking a lot of Mary Jane earlier and earlier with each passing day, long before the sun dipped below the row of pine trees like it was doing now, throwing us into mottled shadows. Milly used his Zippo to light a couple of candles on the arms of the creaking swing, and I was pretty sure I caught a glimpse of Deming watching from the open French doors, wearing his usual mask of disapproval. 

			“Bring Them Back,” Lillian mused. “Bring who back?”

			“Your husbands in the picture. They’ve gone off to the Spanish-American War,” Milly said as he polished his tortoiseshell reading glasses with his handkerchief before slipping them on. 

			“Another costume piece?”

			“A good one. You’ll see.”

			Lillian scanned the first page of the script, and Milly began.

			“Fade in. Exterior, the desert. Angle on Nora Dawson as she walks through the rippling heat towards camera. She’s gorgeous.” Here he paused to give a good-natured poke to his still pouting wife. “That’s you.”

			 

			 

			 

			“‘I guess we’ll never know,’” Lillian read the last line of the script, and I could have sworn I saw a tear glistening in the candlelight. Puck shifted in his sleep in my lap, as if dreaming of chasing squirrels. A lazy fly buzzed in the watermelon juice. Milly waited in silence, filling the time by folding his spectacles, slipping them into his pocket and lighting another Chesterfield. One thing was for certain: we all knew the script was pretty damn good.

			Lillian sat there, immobile, just staring at the last line of dialogue typed simply on the page. Then, without taking her eyes from it, “Well, as long as I have to be in the Mojave Desert for six weeks, you might as well take Dex with you to Europe.”

			I was as surprised as Milly seemed to be. Obviously, she wanted the part, but this was something else. The only traveling I’d ever done was driving from Tyler to Hollywood.

			“I’d feel better knowing you had someone with you.”

			To keep an eye on him, more likely. I wasn’t keen on the idea of being Milly’s chaperone, but as Lillian explained to me later after Milly had gone to bed and we’d fooled around in the pool, she knew her husband strayed sometimes.

			“Kinda ironic to say that considering the circumstances,” I said, holding her naked body close to me in the warm, dark water. 

			“He doesn’t do well when he’s alone,” she said with genuine concern. “Promise me you’ll go with him.”

			“All right,” I said, unaware I was choosing a fork in the road that would change my life forever. 

			 

			 

			 

			The next Saturday, I got out of bed in time for lunch in the kitchen. Milly had gone riding as usual, and Lillian was nowhere to be seen. Most likely she’d be upstairs in her bedroom, the thick drapes closed, an eye mask further blocking the light, sleeping off her latest champagne and marijuana hangover, or perhaps fighting another of her migraines. Blanche had made sandwiches, which she’d wrapped in waxed paper and put in the Frigidaire on the off chance anyone actually got out of bed and wanted something to eat. She’d left a note on the counter, in her immaculate penmanship with its implied priggish disapproval: “Gone to market. Back by 3.” I glanced at the clock over the sink. It was twelve forty-five. I had heard Deming out washing the cars in the side driveway as I’d left the cabana with Puck stumbling alongside me. He was all too eager to finish the last of my second ham on rye and the only sound in the massive house was the voracious little mutt licking his lips after gobbling it down.

			I got up from the table and looked around. The place was, as always, in perfect order. I made my way through the hallway toward the vast two-story entry foyer, noting the mail hadn’t yet arrived. It had been a month since I’d sent my parents a postcard with Lilly and Milly’s address, just in case either of them wanted to drop me a line with the good news the other had died. I glanced up the staircase with its polished nickel railing, then moved toward the hallway that led to Milford Langen’s study. “You stand guard,” I whispered to Puck as he curled up in the open doorway and promptly went to sleep. “Good dog.”

			Milly’s inner sanctum was, to me, the most pleasing room in the house with its maple paneling and cabinetry, and the exquisite artworks mixed with various framed photographs of Milly, Lilly, and their circle of famous friends. Some of the pictures were signed, hanging near the numerous awards and citations Milly had accumulated over the years. The desktop extended on both sides, looking like the wings of a small aeroplane, and its surface was neatly stacked with scripts, clippings from Daily Variety, and various ideas for movies jotted down on monogrammed notepaper. The pool table was covered, and I noted a few headshots of actors under contract to the studio laid out in precise columns, as if Milly were casting his next picture. I walked over and sat down in his leather desk chair, sensing the pure power all around me, then paused to listen for sounds other than Puck’s snoring before carefully pulling open the top drawer. It was filled with pens and pencils, postage stamps, a bottle of paste, and a few stray paper clips. The next drawer revealed a .22 snub-nosed revolver and a box of bullets. The larger drawer beneath wouldn’t open, and I realized it was locked. Intrigued, I slid the drawer above it all the way out to see if it would provide an opening to the one below, but soon discovered the whole desk was partitioned with wood. I’d have to remember to find Milly’s keys when he wasn’t around. 

			Next to the metal lamp was a cigarette box engraved MBL. I wondered what the “B” stood for as I helped myself to one of Milly’s Chesterfields and lit it with a chrome lighter also shaped like a plane. I turned to the drawers on the other side of the kneehole. Nothing but a few household bills and three check ledgers among other odds and ends. Squinting from the smoke clamped in my mouth, I opened the first ledger and flipped through the check stubs. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but this had become my secret whenever I had a few moments alone in the house on Windsor: going through Milly and Lilly’s things, trying to figure out as much about them as I could. I knew it was wrong, but my curiosity always got the best of me. I’m sure had Blanche or Deming or even Lillian walked in, they’d have thought me a thief. But I never stole anything from Milly and Lilly. Nothing tangible, anyway.

			The checks chronicled an innocuous history of mundane transactions, and it wasn’t until I got to the second book, whose records dated from about a year ago, that I saw several made out to someone named Michael Spencer. Fifty dollars once a week, then a hundred, and the last one for a whopping twenty-five C notes. It had been written on June 16, 1951, and the notation read “good riddance” in Milly’s elegant, masculine handwriting. I put out my cigarette and flipped back through them. Fifty dollars a week. Exactly the same amount he’d been giving me as a “loan against impending stardom.” The deal was I’d pay it all back. But twenty-five hundred? And good riddance?

			After carefully replacing everything, I looked around the room, gingerly fingering through a new stack of long-play records Milly had purchased earlier that week. Thelonius Monk, Dave Brubeck, Billie Holiday, June Christy, Miles Davis, Jeri Southern, Charlie Parker and some others I’d never heard of. All smoky and moody artists whose music set the tone each night in the Urban Idyll. Finally, I spotted Milly’s Oscar. He knew it drove Darryl Zanuck crazy, but it amused him to no end to display it not on the mantel, but on top of the custom-made cabinet of his Philco television receiver. I got up and went over, wrapped my trembling fingers around the base, and picked it up, feeling its surprising weight in my hand. God, how I wanted one of these. I was enjoying its heft when I was startled by the front door closing and Milly’s voice booming in the cavernous mansion, “Lillian? Are you up?” Panicked, I put the statuette back, nearly dropping it in the process, and made a hasty exit into the hallway to the foyer, stepping over the slumbering Puck, undisturbed by Milly’s return home. Luckily, Milly didn’t notice me as I heard him trotting up the stairs, calling for his wife. I was back in the kitchen, pouring myself a glass of Blanche’s lemonade when Milly came in.

			“I swear my wife could sleep through the Blitzkrieg,” he said, yanking open the Frigidaire and helping himself to a sandwich. “Where the hell is everybody?”

			“Deming’s washing the cars and Blanche went to the market.”

			“Good. I need a dip in the pool. I smell like horse sweat. Join me?”

			“Sure,” I said. 

			The air was hot as I emerged from the cabana in my trunks and dove straight in, then surfaced and bobbed lazily in the cooling wet. Milly was folding his riding clothes over the back of the swing, having grabbed a swimsuit from among the towels and bathrobes. As he sat on the coping to dangle his feet in the pool, I swam over, lazily treading to keep my head above the water. That’s when I noticed three things which interested me immediately: One, I’d never realized the dog tags weren’t the only things dangling against the dusting of hair in the center of his chest. Nestled between them at the end of the silver chain was a key—just the right size to fit the locked drawer in his study. Two, his trim and muscular torso was marred by a small but rather nasty-looking scar in his right side, just below the rib cage. And finally, most intriguing of all, he had what looked like tiny clumps of dried semen clinging to the trail of fine hair leading down from his naval. So that explained his Saturday morning rides. I was more curious than ever now about the contents of the drawer in his desk. What was he hiding? 

			“So, did you read the whole script and not just your part?” he asked, lowering himself into the pool up to his neck. Your part. I liked the sound of that. I started to answer, but he had ducked under. 

			Once he surfaced, slicking his thick hair away from his eyes, I said, “It’s a good role. The dialogue’s a little corny at times, but it’s pretty solid.”

			I was referring to the role of Giff in Nearer My God to Thee, the young Purdue student who romances the snooty daughter of the wealthy couple ultimately played by Barbara Stanwyck and Clifton Webb. My screen test was scheduled for that coming Tuesday, and Milly had volunteered to spend Sunday helping me prepare. 

			“I think you should call the picture Titanic,” I said, pulling the inflatable raft into the pool and climbing aboard to catch some sun. Puck found his way to the water’s edge and waited for me to bring him aboard.

			“I like it,” Milly said, swimming over and putting his forearms on the foot of the float, resting his chin on his wrists, drifting along with me. “Dex, you’re a genius. I’ll make Darryl think it was his idea.”

			I grinned. What a thrill. Milly fell silent for a moment, then changed the subject, “You’ll need some proper clothes for Europe, you know.”

			“I guess so.”

			“Black tie for the boat, a dinner jacket. I’ll have Lillian take you shopping. She has impeccable taste.”

			“I know.” Then, self-conscious, I added, “Thanks.”

			“Did you get your passport?”

			“I can pick it up on Wednesday.”

			“Then we’re all set.”

			Milly looked at me for a brief moment, oddly thoughtful, then half-smiled and pushed himself away from the raft. I lay there with Puck again asleep at my side, rocking gently from the water’s motion as Milly swam a few slow laps of the pool. It was one of the rare times we’d been alone together and feeling comfortable with one another. Did he know what was going on between me and Lillian? He’d have to be an idiot not to. But perhaps his Saturday morning rides (rather his weekly visits to his mistress) actually made him grateful so that he sanctioned his wife’s indiscretions without judgment. The more I was around Milly, the more I understood and liked him, though in the years following my departure, I would never admit it. Not even to myself. 

			I must have dozed off, because the next thing I was aware of was catching a glimpse of Blanche’s back as she lugged her groceries into the French doors and disappeared. I blinked. Milly was lying in a lounge chair, a Daily Variety over his face, its pages rustling in rhythm to his steady breath as he slept. Could it be three o’clock already?

			I gently lifted Puck back onto the patio. He growled in harmless protest as was his habit, then climbed off the float and I made my way into the cabana. Later, as I emerged freshly showered, shaved, and changed, the keys to the Nash in my hand, Milly was still there. Only he wasn’t sleeping. He spoke without removing the Variety that covered his features.

			“Ah, the telltale aroma of aftershave,” he said. “Where are you off to?”

			I stopped, clutching the keys in my hand. “Out for a bit. To see some friends.”

			Milly sat up and folded the newspaper. “Dex. We already had this conversation. You’re not going.”

			“Excuse me?” It was his tone that set me off.

			He tossed the Variety aside and looked at me, taking in my pressed short-sleeved shirt and shorts, and the new leather sandals I’d purchased just for that day.

			“Oh, Henry Willson’s gonna love you.”

			“I told you he represented Lana Turner and—”

			“More than his fair share of pansies,” Milly nearly spat out the words.

			“So you say. Look, you and Lillian have been very generous with me, and I appreciate it, but I can’t go on having everything just given to me. I gotta earn something for myself.”

			“Oh, that’s priceless. Who bought your little ensemble there? And when’s the last time you even offered to pay some rent for god’s sake?”

			“Okay, fine, you want to tell me what this is about? You want to put your damn cards on the table?”

			“Lower your voice.”

			“Fuck you.” I turned to head for the garage when I saw Lilly, still groggy, standing on the verandah watching.

			“What now?” she asked.

			“I’m going to a party.”

			“Oh, it’ll be a party, all right,” Milly said, grabbing his clothes from the swing and starting toward the house. He stopped beside me, leaning in close. I could feel the spittle from his lips as he hissed at me, “Have a good time ’cause you’ll be celebrating the end of your career.”

			“Or the beginning for all you know.” 

			“Fine. But I’m through helping you. You go to Willson’s party, I’m done. After your screen test, you’re on your own.”

			I couldn’t believe this was happening, and all over a backyard barbeque. I knew I should stay and patch this up, but Milly had given an ultimatum, and that was something that always pushed me right over the edge. He might as well have been my father bossing me around. I was still hot-headed and stubborn, after all, and regardless of whatever trepidation I felt about attending this particular party, nobody was going to tell me what I could or couldn’t do. Stupidly, I turned and left him there. Lillian called after me, but I didn’t stop. In fact, I made a point of slamming the garage door so hard I shattered one of its windows. 

			 

			 

			 

			If Hancock Park was Ginger Rogers, then Bel Air was Hedy Lamarr. Some of the mansions, set off from the twisting street by their well-tended rolling lawns, were easily twice the size of Milford and Lillian’s and situated on much bigger sprawls of land. Maybe Milly was just jealous of the guy because he had more money. Schmuck. It had taken me an hour to get there in cross-town traffic on Sunset Boulevard, even on a Saturday, most of the other cars looking like they were either going to or coming from the beach. I had taken my shirt off, lying to myself that I’d done so to keep it from getting too wrinkled in the heat, but a few extra rays wouldn’t hurt. Stone Canyon Road rolled into view so I turned right, heading up into the hills, where the houses were mostly hidden behind walls, trees, and shrubs. The homes were smaller than the sprawling mansions further below, but much more private. I spotted a row of cars clustered around a gate and, checking the number, parked the Nash and wriggled into my shirt, grabbed the keys, and headed up the slope. Halfway there, I remembered I was chewing gum, so I looked around before spitting it into some bushes. As I neared the address, I could hear laughter and splashing. 

			The front lawn of the house was carpeted in purple jacaranda blossoms that I knew to be pretty sticky from my afternoon walks with Lilly and the dogs. I tried to avoid stepping on any of them as I approached the front door, which was slightly ajar. Some bouncy if outdated big band bubbled from a radio in the living room. I tapped on the door.

			“Hello? Mr. Willson?” I got a whiff of hamburgers cooking and my stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything since the two small sandwiches. The laughter and splashing was much louder now. I knocked again, then after waiting for what felt like an eternity, wiped my feet on the mat and took a hesitant step inside. 

			“Hey there! You made it,” Henry Willson boomed, coming in from the patio and spotting me. He was dressed in an open collar shirt with long sleeves, cuff links, and double-pleated trousers pulled up over his naval, perhaps in a futile attempt to hide his largish belly. With his long, oval face, nonexistent chin, and somewhat vacant expression, he reminded me of the director Vincent Minnelli whose picture I’d seen in Photoplay back home. 

			“I did,” I said. “Traffic was murder on Sunset.”

			“Right.” He gave my arm a squeeze. “I should have warned you about that. C’mon out back. I’ll introduce you around.”

			As we stepped out into a backyard secluded by high stucco walls, shade trees, and exotic native California plants, I was greeted by the sight of a dozen or so young guys, all no doubt actors and wannabes, lounging around the kidney-shaped pool chatting and sunning themselves in the still-warm afternoon glow. Two fat older men sat on lawn chairs in the middle of the yard, smoking cigars and fanning the heat away with their hats. The only woman in sight was flipping burgers on the grill, her lined mouth puckered as if she’d just eaten a lemon. 

			“New client, Henry?” a voice asked from behind. 

			It was Rock Hudson, in swim trunks and flip-flops, coming out of a double doorway that led to the back of the house. 

			“I hope so. Rock, allow me to introduce . . .” He turned to me, almost blushing, “I’m sorry, I forgot your name.”

			“Clifton Garrow,” I said, defying Milly’s rechristening.

			“Huh,” Hudson said, shaking my hand, “that’ll have to change. Henry’s the king of names.”

			“It’s, uh, nice to meet you,” was all I could manage, wanting to keep my mouth shut about having collided with him in the hallway at Milly’s house what seemed like decades ago. 

			“We’ll fix you up,” Henry said. “I’ve already got some ideas.”

			“Nice haircut,” Hudson said, scrutinizing me as if sizing up potential competition for movie roles. 

			I smiled. Lilly had just cut it again for me the day before. “Thanks.” The warmth in my cheeks made me realize I was blushing. Nerves, I guessed.

			“Well, welcome to the fold.” 

			I smiled again as he leaned in and whispered something to Henry Willson before striding over toward the bevy of boys by the pool, walking for all the world as if he owned the place. 

			“Let’s get a drink, and then I want to hear all about you,” Willson said, leading me toward the outdoor bar. 

			I’d never had a Manhattan in my life, and after two of them on an empty stomach, I realized I’d been chattering away nonstop. Willson, to his credit, seemed riveted. I wished I’d visited with Mary Jane before coming in, but it was too late for that. I spotted a Bakelite cigarette box on the bar. “You mind?”

			“Go right ahead,” Willson said as I took one. He lit it for me, noticing my shaking hands. “You chilly?”

			“Nah, it’s just, um, yeah, a little,” I replied, not wanting to go into further detail. My hands could be my worst liability, so better to keep that to myself for now. Willson was just staring at me.

			“Your face was made for a close up. What’s that on your lip?”

			“Oh.” I touched it, self-conscious. “Just a birthmark. It covers up pretty easily.” 

			“I’ve got it,” Willson said, not taking his eyes off me.

			“What?” I asked, no clue what he was talking about.

			“Dirk Hardin.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Your new name . . . if you let me represent you, I mean.”

			It might have been the buzz from the bourbon and vermouth, but it sounded brilliant to me. 

			“Oh no you don’t.” It was Rock again, joining us at the bar, his torso glistening after just emerging from the pool. “You might as well name him Dick Hard-on.”

			“Rock,” Willson admonished, “will you behave?”

			“We’re out of ice,” Hudson said, staring at Henry.

			After a moment, Henry stood up. “I’ll get some.” And he left us sitting there. It was pretty clear who was the real king of this clambake. Rock and I chatted for a while, and he struck me as a really solid guy. I don’t know if I was naïve or just plain stupid, but I was still convinced there was no way what Milly had said was true—despite the all-male pool party going on behind me. Rock Hudson was a budding movie legend, well on his way to an iconic career, but as he talked to me that day, he seemed downright bashful about the modest success he’d had thus far.

			“Don’t kid yourself,” I said, gaining confidence. “You were terrific in Iron Man.”

			“You saw that?” he asked.

			“Only about a million times.”

			He laughed, intrigued and puzzled. “You liked it that much?”

			“Well, no,” I said, the booze getting to me before I realized. “I mean, yeah, I liked it, but see, I used to be an usher. At the Arcadia back home. So I saw every picture over and over again and wow . . . I’m babbling. Henry makes a strong drink, huh?”

			“You bet he does. You gotta watch out for him.” 

			Before I could ask him to explain what he meant, Henry returned and took me around making introductions. I didn’t like the way the two fat men eyed me from beneath the brims of their hats, but the rest of the guys there seemed nice enough. Hudson joined us with two drinks in his hands. “Manhattan, right?” he asked, holding out a fresh one before giving me a wink. “Not quite as strong as your last one.” 

			“Thanks.” I grinned and took a sip. Holy Toledo. Rock Hudson was making drinks for me. Could this be the first step toward realizing my long-ago fantasy of hosting the best parties in the world? Two of the boys were arguing about something and called Henry over to mediate. He excused himself, and Rock leaned in a little closer to me. “Just watch yourself around him.”

			“Sorry?”

			“Henry and his heavy pour. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”

			My stomach flipped. This was strange advice. I downed the last of my third Manhattan. 

			“You should see his house. Want a tour?” Hudson asked, grinning.

			“Sure,” I said, hoping I could walk without staggering. As we crossed the lawn and headed through the open door into the back of the house, I went to put my drink down on a low table but missed it, the tumbler landing unbroken on the grass. The sour-faced housekeeper snatched it up as I apologized. 

			“C’mon,” Hudson said.

			Rock led me through what appeared to be Henry’s office. My cheeks again felt warm, and there was a pounding in my temples. My heart was pumping adrenaline, as if some part of me sensed danger. Hudson was oblivious, pointing out pictures on the walls, all of various handsome young men posed with Henry Willson. Then I followed him into a hallway where he showed me the den, Henry’s master suite, and the built-in intercom system, before stopping at a closed door. 

			“This,” he said, “is the most fun room in the house.”

			He grinned again and opened it. The room was dark except for what light filtered through the thick bougainvillea outside the half-closed Venetian blinds. I was puzzled by the strong stench of dank perspiration that seemed out of place in this fussy home, but when my eyes adjusted to the gloom, it made a stark and alarming sense to me. There were three or four naked guys on the huge bed, doing god-knows-what with each other, their voices low and dirty as they moaned and egged their buddies on. 

			“Rock? Where the hell’d you go?” came a husky growl from the darkness.

			“Your friend’s welcome, whoever he is,” said another. 

			I was frozen in place. Terrified and humiliated with the realization Milly had been right. So immobilized I wasn’t aware that Hudson had slipped out of his swim trunks and was now reaching to unbutton my still crisp shirt. 

			“Let’s get you out of this,” he said, winking at me, “so you can join the club.”

			I fought through my panic and snapped back to my senses. 

			“What the hell?” I clenched his wrists hard and yanked him off me.

			“Whoa, whoa, sorry,” Hudson said, stepping back and raising his palms. “Guess I read the wrong—”

			I cut him off with a sucker punch to his face that was so hard he snapped backwards and slammed into the wall. I didn’t see the impact, just heard the thud because I was already halfway down the hall, running blindly for the front door. Once outside, I sprinted back to the car, horrified and unable to catch my breath, inflamed by the knowledge I had most likely just broken Rock Hudson’s nose. Hands jittering, I dropped the keys twice before managing to get into the Nash and starting the engine. It wasn’t until I hit Sunset that I realized the soles of my bare feet were gummy with the purple jacaranda blossoms from Henry Willson’s courtyard. I’d left my new leather sandals by the pool where I’d taken them off shortly after I’d arrived at his party.

			Too bad. They were really nice shoes.

			 

			 

			 

			Lillian was waiting up for me, immobile in her swing, smoking and staring into the glimmering darkness of the pool when I got home at one in the morning. I had found a dive bar in Malibu, gotten good and properly smashed, and then somehow managed to drive home on those twisting roads without killing anybody or being arrested. She was silent as I approached her, but looked at me with such heartfelt sympathy and understanding. Drunk and disgraced, I dropped to my knees in front of her and curled up, my head resting in her lap. She stroked my hair. So gentle. 

			“There there,” was all she said, before taking my hand and leading me into the cabana to comfort me.

			I screwed her with abandon that night, though Lillian didn’t seem to mind. And the entire time, all I could think about was how I’d have to find a way to repair things with Milly in the morning.

			





ELEVEN

			Hancock Park hadn’t changed much in forty years, and I easily recognized the streets as Tally drove us east on Third in her subcompact rental car. It was late enough that the sun was already waning, but she had insisted I come along with her to see the house I hadn’t set foot in since 1953. A house I would soon inexplicably own. Tally hadn’t been home in over ten years and was afraid to face it alone. I was still reeling from the news of my inheritance, and I’m embarrassed to admit I was filled with a nagging distrust of her motives. Was she befriending me because of her father’s will? Did Milly really have five and a half million dollars squirreled away when he died? We chatted about him in the car, and the subject at last turned to Lillian, still a painful memory for Tally as she told me again how she had learned of her mother’s suicide on The Today Show before her truly shaken father had called her to relay the bad news. Milly and Lilly had had one of their endless fights the week before Christmas, and Lilly had taken off. Her car was found parked at the marina with the keys still in the ignition. She’d taken their yacht out, headed toward Catalina Island. The Jubilee was spotted by the harbormaster, bobbing in the heavy swells the next morning, adrift and empty. Ever courteous, Lillian’s handwritten note read simply, “I’m done.”

			“Your dad bought that boat in the fall of ’52,” I said, trying to imagine the desperation that had led to Lillian’s actions.

			“And sold it right after Mother died,” Tally added.  

			As we turned onto South Windsor and made our way through those same mammoth palm trees I’d been so fond of in my youth, Tally slowed when we neared the enormous old house on the corner. Neither of us could believe what we saw. The whole structure was barely visible now, the yard so overgrown, the shrubs so tall, that the rundown mansion was unrecognizable as the sleek streamline moderne manor of my memory. Giant birds of paradise had taken over and obscured the simple lines of the house; only patches of curled paint hanging off the stucco exterior could be glimpsed through their massive leaves. The southern side was covered in ivy, which was now making its way around front, gradually devouring the half-round wall of glass brick that had once sparkled in the evenings. As she parked in the cracked, weed-sprouted circular drive, we both saw the front door had been boarded over with a water-damaged sheet of plywood where some infuriated neighbor had scrawled in angry orange spray paint: “TEAR IT DOWN!” 

			“What the hell . . .?” was all I could manage.

			“I guess his gardening went about as well as his sobriety.”

			“No kidding.”

			I got out of the passenger seat and stared up at the decrepit old house. It didn’t make sense. A man with that kind of money, with that kind of pride, had allowed his castle to decay. What could have possibly happened to Milly? 

			“C’mon,” Tally said, joining me. “The lawyer said the entrance is around back. Dad was getting pretty paranoid in his old age.”

			“Among other things.” 

			It was almost dark as we made our way through the old wooden gate where a simple paper sign reading “HELP” had once so insulted me. Stepping into the backyard, we saw the elegant, curved footpaths were now covered with the voracious ivy.

			“Watch your step,” I said, as we moved past the drained pool where Milly and Lilly and I had shared so many evenings. A jagged, nasty crack marred its far wall, and I wondered if it had resulted from the recent earthquake. The Urban Idyll was definitely a thing of the past. The cabana, too, was boarded over. I considered the ruins, noting the overturned and rusting shopping cart at the bottom of the leaf-filled pool, Lillian’s cherished swing now covered in ivy and hanging from only one chain. A tangle of discarded patio furniture was piled nearby, the cushions long gone. Had Milford Langen really lived here all those years? With his palace in apocalyptic ruins?

			A flagstone on the verandah steps dislodged under my foot as we went up to the double French doors that once overlooked the gorgeous landscaping, but Tally steadied me as I stumbled. 

			“You okay?” she asked. 

			“Honestly, I don’t know,” I said, taking in the dark windows, some broken, and one missing a pane on the second floor that had been replaced with a soiled scrap of cardboard and duct tape. The same French doors that had stood wide open all those long-ago summer evenings now had a black iron accordion burglar bar padlocked across them. I could almost hear the faded music from Milly’s hi-fi drifting out to us as we drank and swam until all hours. Straining to see in the encroaching darkness, Tally finally got the combination lock open after three failed attempts. It took both of us to slide the rusting bars aside before she produced a key and unlocked the doors. They creaked in resistance as she pushed them, then fumbled for a light switch. Lucky for us, the power was on, and a single working bulb in one of the six art deco sconces in the rear foyer popped to life.

			“Holy god,” I said, my voice hushed in the gloom.

			We stood there for several seconds, taking in the unimaginable sight before us. The house, once kept immaculate by Blanche and Deming, was in total chaos. Cardboard boxes were piled to the ceiling in places, their contents bulging with old screenplays, reels of 35mm film, and newspapers. Everywhere. Near the archway leading to the kitchen, a hodgepodge of old pots and buckets still held brackish traces of the last rain that had seeped through an ugly brown water stain in the ceiling, a chunk of its plaster dangling precariously overhead.

			“I guess he must’ve fired the housekeeper,” Tally said, trying to keep herself from crying.

			“Yeah, in 1962.”

			She gave a halfhearted smile and moved farther inside, turning on a bare light bulb in the hallway where I’d once encountered Rock Hudson coming out of the bathroom. The walls were cracked and flaking, and the remaining artwork hung at ridiculous angles. Tally started toward the front of the house, and, with no choice, I followed. The living room was the only place that bore any resemblance to its former magnificence. The furniture was different than I remembered, looking as if Milly and Lilly had redecorated sometime in the ’70s when deco made a brief and gaudy disco-era return. The fireplace was plugged with an irregularly cut piece of drywall, held in place by layers of silver duct tape beneath the dented steel mantel, its milk glass top gone, exposing a tangle of burned out Lumiline bulbs and frayed cloth-covered wires underneath. 

			And then I saw it. The thing that finally brought the sting of tears.

			An aluminum Christmas tree stood forlorn in the corner, still decorated, with long cobwebs stringing between it and the motionless old color wheel angled upward on the floor. A few presents wrapped in now vintage paper were fading and gathering layers of dust underneath, and I thought of Lillian, poor sweet lost Lillian, and her superstitions. I tried to wipe my eyes before Tally turned around. No such luck.

			“What? What is it?”

			“I was just . . . your mom was onto something. Bad luck to leave the tree up past New Year’s.”

			Tally chewed her lower lip, the way Lillian had done when troubled. “I think I was ten or eleven when Dad insisted we get this tree. Mom hated it. She always wanted the smell of pine at Christmas, so Dad bought some kind of spray to make her happy.”

			“They stayed together?”

			Tally nodded. “I was living back East, and I never really came home again, except for her memorial service.”

			“And now.”

			“Yeah,” she said with a wistful sigh. “So this is why he insisted on flying up to visit me that one time. He didn’t want me to know the truth.”

			I surveyed the open foyer where Benny Goodman’s orchestra once played, the sweeping streamline stairs with their nickel handrail Fred Astaire had danced down a lifetime ago. It was forever after referred to as the Fred Astaire-case. A pile of mail had collected under the slot, including untouched magazines that appeared to be ten years old. All three of the portholes in the front door were shattered, perhaps explaining the plywood bolted on the other side. Across the foyer was the small hallway to Milly’s study, and, unable to stop myself, I headed over. 

			The light switch in the narrow corridor was dead, so I had to be careful as I walked in the semi-darkness, something crunching under my shoe as I recalled how starstruck I’d been by the conversation between Milly and Darryl Zanuck. It was impossible to determine the original color of the frazzled carpet; it was now stained and torn beyond repair. The room looked more like a storage unit, the billiard table piled high with more bulging boxes, the once gorgeous wood paneling scarred with nail holes and bleached by what sun had managed to seep through the half-closed wooden blinds drooping askew over the huge bay window. An old 16mm projector sat dusty in its still open cabinet, trained across the room toward a wrinkled sheet nailed to the wall over the torn and damaged pull-down screen. Spools of film, Milly’s home movies most likely, were everywhere. As I took in the ruins all around me, I turned and spotted a 1970s console television, its screen completely shattered by something that had been angrily thrown. Drawing closer, I realized it was Milly’s Oscar, lying amid the tangle of wires and broken glass.

			The only thing that looked like it still got regular use was Milly’s airplane desk. I flicked on a lamp.

			A brown IBM Selectric dominated the space, a half-typed page still rolled around the platen. I scanned the last line Milly had typed: 

			“And so, I thank you for your kind indulgence. We’re finally at the end now, at least I know I am, and I’d be happy to rest on my laurels . . . if I had any to speak of.” 

			Next to the typewriter, an ashtray overflowed with cigarette butts, and a pair of reading glasses lay discarded atop an old cassette recorder surrounded by well over a hundred tapes hand-labeled with such titles as “Chapter One” and “The War in the Specific.” I moved the ashtray to find at least 500 coffee-stained and cigarette-burned pages of a manuscript, covered with scribbled notes in ink, words scratched out and changed, some so illegible the author had then printed them in block letters a second time so he could decipher his own scrawl when he sobered up. Arrows and more gouging cross-outs marred the pages. The title read: Milford Langen: A Hollywood Fairytale. But an angry pen mark, so ferocious it had ripped through the paper, scribbled out “tale” so it actually read A Hollywood Fairy.

			“What is it?” Tally asked from the doorway behind me as I quickly put the ashtray back to hide the title.

			“Looks like your dad was writing a book. His memoirs.”

			“Fiction, most likely.” She started to say something else, seemed to think better of it, then said it anyway: “You think it’s worth anything?” Before I could answer, we heard a loud clattering overhead. We both tensed as something came running down the stairway accompanied by a jingling sound. Then a mangy terrier appeared, scrambling toward us and starting to bark. 

			“Holy shit,” Tally said. “I didn’t know Dad had
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